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and to primary Christianity. Although 
they no longer so serve, it seems almost 
sacrilege to reject what have come to be 
regarded as precious elements in the 
faith of our fathers. 

Nor is loyalty to primary Christian 
beliefs a negative attitude toward all 
else. It is discriminating and positive. 
It is ready to treat any form of secondary 
Christianity as respectfully as it de- 
serves. Nor is such an attitude of 
mind without the sacrificial giving of 
justice to others — the one ethical test 
of a genuine Christian morality. For 
while it is easy to be indifferent to the 
belief of others when one has lost one's 
own, it is indeed hard for the sake of 
fellowship with others to treat as 
secondary that which one regards as 
precious. Yet we modern Christians 



must learn this if we are to be of actual 
moral influence. How can the church 
hope to bring peace to a world through 
mutual compromise until it has learned 
how to be at peace within. itself through 
mutual tolerance ? Any group of Chris- 
tians which attempts directly or in- 
directly to coerce another group into 
accepting some form of secondary Chris- 
tianity is exhibiting its incapacity to be 
a leader in a world which demands unity 
in essentials and sacrificial giving of 
justice in all else. If the church, while 
unqualifiedly loyal to its fundamental 
convictions, identifies such loyalty with 
the acceptance of any form of secondary 
Christianity it will fail to be the yeast 
of the kingdom and will leave the world 
a poorer and more dangerous place in 
which to live. 



RELIGIOUS FANATICISM: ASSET OR DEBIT? 



REV. WILLIAM H. LEACH 

First Presbyterian Church, Alden, New York 



Religious fanaticism, as considered in 
this article, means that spirit of religios- 
ity which so controls the life of its victims 
that it blinds their eyes to any other 
truths or causes, natural, logical, or 
scientific. It may at times be based 
upon hard fact. More often its founda- 
tion is upon superstition or imagination. 
Its victims are always one-ideaed men. 
Their main virtue lies in the fact that 
they push one idea, their fault that they 
see nothing else in the world. 

It is a matter of common comment 
that the progress of humanity has been 



brought about by fanatics. It is 
assumed that the world is aroused from 
its slumbers of indifference by the one- 
sided individuals who proclaim the 
wrongs of society. To a certain degree 
the idea is correct. It is one of the 
assets of fanaticism, yet it may be 
doubted if the fanatic type of mind ever 
could do more than agitate. It is the 
normal-functioning man that builds and 
constructs. 

The virtue of the fanatic as an 
agitator is largely due to the emotional 
response which his appeal finds in the 
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human breast. Mankind is still reached 
more largely by the emotions than by 
reason. Religious and social leaders 
who find a response in great multitudes 
are almost universally of the emotional, 
fanatic type. Peter the Hermit drew 
great multitudes around him while Abbe - 
Suger was despised. Yet Suger was 
right and Peter was wrong. 

John Lord states the principle in his 
lecture on Mohammed. "The eternal 
triumph of a religion .... is not so 
much owing to the purity and loftiness 
of its truths, as to its harmony with pre- 
vailing errors and corruptions. When 
Mohammed preached his sublimest doc- 
trines, and appealed with reason and 
conscience, he converted about a score 
of people in thirteen years. When he 
invoked demoralizing passions, he con- 
verted all Arabia in eleven years." 
Mohammed fell before the spiritual 
temptation of appealing to the inherent 
fanaticism of Arabia. He fell down and 
worshiped the god of the underworld 
which gave him all the nations his eyes 
could see. 

The spirit of fanaticism makes the 
minister's task easier. He personally 
may not be in sympathy with it. But 
fanaticism is blind and awards to the 
minister an intellectual heritage of which 
he may not be guilty. His ministerial 
office and garb stand as a cloud between 
the minds of his parish and himself. 
For many ministers this is a material 
blessing. Were it not for their intel- 
lectual heritage their churches would be 
dissatisfied with their theology. 

The modern appeal is still largely 
superstitious. Parents present their 
babes for baptism, believing in some 
mysterious power of the rite. Youth 



are brought into membership with the 
church, believing that it offers some 
spiritual blessing other than that which 
can be obtained by Christian service. 
Our religious educational facilities ad- 
here to educational methods until a few 
weeks before Easter Sunday, when as of 
yore, tears become the main argument of 
the teacher for the pupil to give his life 
to Christ. And the inherent fanaticism 
responds for a few weeks. 

The presence of such a large propor- 
tion of women in our churches is doubt- 
less explained by this law. The female 
is emotionally different from the male. 
She has a greater tendency toward 
religious fanaticism. Professor Phelps 
used to explain that the women would 
always be at church and that the test 
of a minister was to draw the men. Paul 
recognized this principle. In his letters 
to the Corinthian church he urged that 
the women sit in silence. Why? The 
Corinthian church had been outraged 
by bursts of emotion which threatened 
its spiritual life. Paul, realizing the 
emotional nature of woman, urged this 
as a means of restraint. 

The writer in one of his parishes had 
an experience which taught him the 
wisdom of Paul's method. A certain 
woman, formerly prominent, had with- 
drawn to ally herself with an emotional 
sect. She professed remarkable experi- 
ences, among them the New Testament 
gift of tongues. When the writer came 
to the field, as a new pastor, she con- 
sented to attend one of the midweek 
services. Both in prayer and testimony 
this strange gift was revealed. The 
words tumbled out in a confused mass. 
Occasionally one could be distinguished. 
One of her friends confessed to the 
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minister that she was crazy on religion, 
but added, "it's a pretty good subject 
to be crazy on." The minister's answer, 
which larger experience justifies, was that 
it was a very dangerous subject to be 
crazy on — dangerous for the woman 
herself and for the community. 

The fanatic type is distinctly useful 
in keeping alive services of prayer and 
testimony. They thrive best in such an 
atmosphere. The attempt to change 
such services into public forums cannot 
as yet be said to have been a success. 
But with enough of the spirit of fanati- 
cism in the church the minister may be 
assured of good prayer services. Often- 
times the clergyman himself is an 
obstacle in the way of such services, as 
he takes it upon himself to act as a 
safety valve to religious emotion. 

Fanaticism is a great asset to the 
church in the matter of publicity. It 
keeps people thinking and talking reli- 
gion when otherwise they might forget 
it. The fanatical sects do a great deal 
of free advertising for the churches. 
Regardless of one's attitude toward 
Billy Sunday, those of us who have 
survived his meetings find that an 
atmosphere of religious thinking was 
created. One of the surprising results 
of such meetings is the wideness of their 
effects. Results of converts show pref- 
erences for the various branches of 
Protestantism, Catholicism, the liberal 
bodies, and the Christian Science church. 
It is a peculiar phenomenon. The sects 
he hurled his charges at profit by the 
meetings. 

As a principle, the appeal of a sect to 
the emotional determines its number of 
adherents. A number of years ago in an 
eastern city a Christian Scientist church 



and a Unitarian church were built. 
The Unitarian church is historically 
reserved and logical. The other is 
historically one which appeals to the 
emotional and fanatic rather than to the 
intellect. Today in that city of 500,000 
there are three prosperous Christian 
Scientist churches and one average-sized 
Unitarian. 

Religious fanaticism has been an 
asset to the world, in that it has pro- 
duced a great number of heroes and 
martyrs. Religion has found thousands 
of men who have gladly died for their 
faiths, true or false. Not all have been 
fanatics. But this type will rush the 
more quickly to the sacrifice. 

The examples of self-denial in our 
day which call for personal privation 
and sacrifice come largely from this type 
of mind. When a church is being built 
the fanatic goes without bread and shoes 
that the house of God may have proper 
adornment. The nation calls for loans 
and gifts in the time of war. The normal 
gives from his plenty, keeping enough for 
his own wants; the fanatic gives his all 
and willingly suffers that his country 
may profit thereby. 

Yet with all these virtues, and they 
are real, we may question whether 
fanaticism can justify itself in the King- 
dom of God. This may be but another 
instance of where the church's best 
friend is Christianity's worst enemy. 
Truth finds it necessary to compete with 
emotion. Too much popularity has 
always corrupted Christianity. Straight 
and narrow is the way that leadeth 
to life. A great many instances of 
self-sacrifice could be classed under 
"Corban," which Jesus so vigorously 
condemned. 
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Fanaticism is blind. Or it can see 
only out of one eye. Thus it cannot 
grow intellectually or spiritually. The 
fanatic has not been used to uniting cause 
and effect, premise and conclusion, and 
cannot do so now. Words of truth have 
no effect, for the mind is closed and the 
heart has chosen its final love. 

Hume relates an experience at a 
revival meeting. The vast audience 
was sobbing. Every word from the 
minister brought fresh convulsions. He 
saw one woman who had been crying so 
from the beginning that she could not 
possibly have heard one word from the 
preacher. 

"My good woman," said Hume, "since 
you cannot hear the preacher, will you 
tell me what you are weeping for?" 

She was startled by this question. 
After a moment's thought she burst into 
fresh grief, exclaiming, "Sir, can't you 
see the holy wag of his head ?" 

The woman was religious to an ex- 
treme, but at the same, time she was help- 
less as far as Christianity was concerned. 

The fanatic is not alone blind; he 
is intolerant. Whether his particular 
fanaticism is liberal or conservative, 
churchly or free lance, he is always in- 
tolerant. Tolerance is one of the foun- 
dation stones of the Kingdom of God. 
Fanaticism combats it. The fanatic is 
always right and cannot be wrong, be- 
cause he has the final revelation. The in- 
tolerant man can understand his type of 
mind, but he cannot understand anyone 
else's type of mind. A good illustration 
is the Bible fanatic. If he is a literalist, 
he cannot understand any other inter- 
pretation, even to disagree with it. 

These are the reasons why he cannot 
be used to build the Kingdom of God. 



The Kingdom is a growth. The fanatic 
knows nothing of growth. Skepticism, 
immorality, frailty, these can be led to 
the light. The fanatic cannot be. He 
will kill himself first to pose as a martyr. 
The Kingdom contains the poor in spirit, 
the meek, those who mourn, but there 
is no place in it for those so sure of their 
righteousness and salvation. 

The fanatic opposes the Kingdom in 
that his outlook is always individualistic 
rather than social. In the church he is 
seeking the salvation of souls. In the 
world he is seeking wealth, the throning 
of some hobby, or class preference. 

It is well to draw a timely distinction 
here. The casual reader notices that 
the Bolshevists of the world are fanatics 
and yet professedly social in their out- 
look. The answer is that the Bolshevists 
are not social in their outlook. They 
are extremely individualistic. Contrast 
their ideas with those of the British 
Labor party. The latter with its pro- 
gram of social evolution has a social 
vision. The Bolshevists with their 
vision of social anarchy are individual- 
istic. They would enthrone a class at 
the expense of humanity. 

The Kingdom of God falls between 
the two extremes of capitalism and 
anarchy. It is based upon unselfishness 
and largeness of vision. The fanatic is 
usually found with one of the extremes 
in his thinking. The Christian today 
does not need to sponsor one extreme or 
the other but to preach the gospel of 
unselfishness that leads to the King- 
dom. The peril of America is not in 
the spirit of pro-Germanism but in its 
altogether too large spirit which is pro- 
self, individualistic, and in this sense 
fanatical. 
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Fanaticism is a debit to the extent 
that its methods drive many normal- 
thinking people away from institutional 
religion. Washington Gladden gave this 
as one of the reasons of his opposition to 
the Billy Sunday meetings : many people 
are driven still farther away from an open 
allegiance to Christ. We have men- 
tioned that Paul thought of this in con- 
nection with the Corinthians and it is not 
surprising that other instances occur in 
the book of Acts which show the same 
fear. 

At Philippi there was the experience 
with the demoniac girl. When she saw 
Paul and his companions she greeted 
them by crying: "These men are 
servants of the most high God who 
proclaim unto you the way of salvation." 
Now that was exactly what Paul was 
doing. But he rebuked the spirit in the 
girl. Was it because he did not care to 
have his religion sponsored by that type 
of a mind ? Paul was more careful than 
some others to avoid entangling alliances. 
The occasion at Lystra where the people 
would have worshiped him is another 
instance. He refused to use methods 
which might ally to his cause the fanatic 
and superstitious type to the banishment 
of the logical and sane. In the four- 
teenth chapter of I Corinthians, he 
considers the instance of a church which 
has well-nigh wrecked itself by fa- 
naticism. His appeal in that instance is 
for an adjustment, rather than the 
placing of the speech of tongues first. 

Fanaticism has, on the whole, shown 
itself incapable of organizing and main- 
taining a strong institution. Its individ- 
ual type of mind is one of agitation rather 
than of construction. While often fa- 
naticism has fired the mind of humanity, 



it is a different type which has whipped 
the enthusiasm into permanent organiza- 
tion. Peter the Hermit could inspire 
thousands, but as an executive he was a 
failure. The Pope used him as an 
agitator but wisely turned the guidance 
of the crusade to more capable hands. 
Pastor Russell was a good organizer but 
there is a question how far he was of the 
fanatical mind as contrasted with the 
executive. His followers have failed to 
hold the organization together. Mrs. 
Eddy as an individual was but Mrs. 
Eddy; used by skilled organizers she 
became the Christian Scientist church. 

Most of the fanatical sects run out 
in a few years or a generation. The 
Church of Christ must stand as long as 
there is need for it in the world. The 
organized church has had and has today 
its faults, but it still represents the best 
way of evangelizing the world. The 
missionary enterprises, carried on in the 
fanatic's way, would be intensified in one 
locality, and on one idea, to the exclusion 
of the world and the larger truth. The 
church needs to listen to the warnings 
from its fanatic prophets, but it needs to 
strengthen for service its organization 
at the same time. 

Despite our analyses, religious fa- 
naticism remains as a potent factor in the 
religious life of today. Is it too much to 
say that one of the tasks of the Christian 
church is to replace it with the saneness 
of New Testament Christianity? It is 
woven into the very fiber of Christian 
institutions. Paul's successors were not 
as wise as he. And even today the 
churchman is in doubt. Shall he use 
it as an asset or shall he combat it 
as an impediment in the pathway of 
progress ? 



